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Deco Style 
in the Curt Teich Collection 

By Katherine Hamilton-Smith 

Art Deco, the term defining the 
decorative arts during the 1920s and 
1930s, takes its name from the 1925 
Paris “[.'Exposition Internationale des 
Arts Decoratifs et Industries 
Modernes.” The Deco style had 
several sources of influence, including 
American Indian art, cubism, Egyptian 
art, Art Nouveau, the Russian Ballet 
and Bauhaus design. Art Deco is 
characterized by the qualities of 
symmetry, geometry, streamlining 
and the use of rectilinear, rather 
than curvilinear forms. Materials such 
as plastic and concrete, never 
before used in the decorative arts, 
were employed to produce Deco 
styled objects. 

The height of popularity of the 
Deco style, the decade of the 1930s, 
was one of great volume production 
of postcards for the Curt Teich 
Company. The 'thirties also marked a 
period of increased production of 
advertising postcards, brochures, 
pamphlets and blotters. In looking 
through this material, one becomes 
unavoidably aware of the influence of 
currents in the fine and decorative arts 
such as Art Deco, Machine-Age Art 
and Art Moderne. 

Art Deco design manifests itself in 
the output of the Teich Company in 
two distinct ways. The first of these is 

by simple documentation of a design 
trend that was beginning to change 
the look of America. The companies 
that printed postcards did not 
discriminate between images; 
whatever would sell 
on a postcard was printed. The result 
of this non-discrimination is that 
postcards are an unusually accurate 
gauge of when a trend, whether of 
design or popular thought, had 
filtered down from its lofty beginnings 
to effect the common man's life, 
habits, and surroundings. Illustration 
A, a view postcard of a theatre in 
Rochelle, Illinois, was taken in 1931. 
This building exhibits many of the 
standard motifs of early Art Deco; the 
sunburst roof-corner decorations and 
the Southwest American Indian 
influenced pattern on the marquee 
canopy are the most distinct of 
these motifs. 

A. The Hub Theatre, Rochelle, Illinois. 
Curt Teich postcard. 1931. 

A more outlandish and somewhat 
rarer example of Art Deco influence is 
seen in illustration B, an advertising 
card for a manufacturer of illuminated 
signs. 

B. Advertising card for the Voigt 
Illuminated Sign Co. Location unknown. 
Curt Teich postcard. 1937. 

Every detail of life, even restroom 
directional signs, was effected by the 
pressure to appear modern and 
streamlined. No less effected was the 
showroom of the Fairbanks-Morse 
diesel engine company in Chicago at 
600 South Michigan Avenue (now the 
Museum of Contemporary 
Photography) in illustration C. This 
showroom was a wonderful example 
of the mixture of design influences 
from the 'thirties. 

Besides recording the look of 
America as it was altered by the Art 
Deco influence, the Teich Collection 
also documents the Deco design 
trends through the actual graphic 



C. Showroom of the Fairbanks-Morse Engine Co. Chicago, Illinois. 
Cun Teich postcard. 1940. 

D. Advertising card for the Wasson Oil Co. Curt Teich blotter. 1933. 

design for its advertising pieces. 
Most of the literature on design of 
the 'twenties and 'thirties discusses 
'‘high" Art Deco: the great salons 
and exhibitions of Europe, the 
carefully crafted jewelry, the intricate 
furniture and the famous 
architectural expressions of Deco 
design such as the Chrysler Building 
in New York. When graphic design is 
discussed, the examples cited are 
usually the poster designs of artists 
like Cassandre or Paul Colin or the 
beautiful designs for book bindings 
and book plates. Everyday Deco 
design, design influence that 
touched every aspect of advertising, 
from tombstones to electric blankets, 
is rarely, if ever, mentioned. The 1932 
blotter for the Wasson Oil Company 
(illus. D) and the 1934 brochure for 
Chicago's Croydon Hotel (illus. E 
and F) are examples of a kind of 
"low" Art Deco. They represent a 
manifestation of Deco that was no 
longer avant garde, but rather 
exemplified an effort to just keep up 
with the times—to look modern, no 

matter what they were selling. Notice 
that the small inset photos of the 
rooms at the Croydon have a very 
traditional, almost staid look; a look 
which was symbolized in their 
heraldic logo. Yet, this brochure was 
a concerted effort to make the 
establishment appear jazzy. 

Even though little has been written 
about "low" Art Deco, it does have 
its champions. One champion is 
Bevis Hillier, author of many books 
and articles on design of the 
‘twenties and ‘thirties, who writes in 
the introduction to the catalogue for 
a 1971 exhibition at the Minneapolis 
Institute of Arts, entitled The World 
of Art Deco: "The difficulty here, of 
course, is to define ‘good' and 'bad'. 
Art Deco is the ultimate test of 
tolerance thresholds. If, as I think we 
can, we divide it very roughly into 
the feminine, somewhat conservative 
style of 1925, chic, elegant, depending 
on exquisite craftsmanship and 
harking back to the eighteenth 
century; and the masculine reaction 
of the 'thirties, with its machine age 

symbolism ... we shall find that 
critics of high discrimination and 
wide experience usually show a 
preference for one or the other. .. 
I in my written work, make clear my 
alarming partiality for the more 
popular Art Deco, which borders at 
times, no, let us be honest, plunges 
whole-heartedly at times, into the 
most extravagant kitsch. Personally 
I feel that whatever our preferences 
may be, and we should certainly not 
fight against them, we should not 
uphold one mode against another 
and talk, if we are in the one camp, 
of the ‘mincing lines and effete 
derivations' of the one, or if our 
allegiance lies with the opposing 
party, of the ‘vulgarity, crudeness, 
and lack of finish' of the other. 
We can appreciate both, for 
different reasons." 

"There will be those who relish . . . 
only the rarefied glories of Puiforcat 
silver, Benedictus textiles. Worth 
fashions and the like. Others will feel 
the strongest response to plaster 
figures from the fairground, sunray 
wireless sets, chrome and plastic 
ashtrays, cinema crowd barriers; 
[they] will adopt as their high art the 
lowest art of the ‘thirties." □ 

The Curt Teich Company operated in Chicago 
from 1090 to 1974 as a printer of postcards, 
advertising pamphlets and brochures, maps, 
blotters, and sundry other printed items. The 
company eventually became the largest volume 
producer of postcards in the world. Over the span 
of 76 years of business, Teich saved copies of 
everything his firm printed, including most of the 
original photographic and layout work. In this way 
he established an industrial archives that now 
exists as the nucleus of the Curt Teich Postcard 
Collection at the Lake County Museum. It is the 
intention of the museum to preserve this resource 
and to research and analyze the importance 
postcard views have for understanding the history 
of 20th century America. 
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Dating Curt Teich Postcards 
One of the most frequently asked 

research questions we get at the Curt 
Teich Collection regards dating of 
Teich produced postcards and other 
materials. On the face of it, that 
would seem to be a fairly easily 
answered query, but over almost 80 
years of production, the numbering 
system for these cards ''changed 
horses in mid-stream" several times. 
The following information will give a 
basic idea for dating Teich cards. 

Every card printed by the Curt 
Teich Company has a number (called 
a production number) which appears 
on the front or back of the card. In 
many cases, the production number 
is the only clue that a postcard was 
printed by Teich. A high percentage 
of Teich cards were printed and 
distributed without the Teich name 
appearing anywhere on them. The 
decision to include or omit the 
printer's name on a card was that of 
the client or publisher, not Teich, 
who acted as printer. The card back 
shown in illustration A is an example 
of a Teich printed card without the 
company name on it. The give away 
on this card is the number R-28861, 
which identifies the card as a 
reprinted card, produced ca. 1910. 

From 1898 to December 1928, 
the Teich Company used a 
consecutive numbering system for 
most of their card production. That 
system is as follows: 

Card Number Date 

1 to 124181 1898 - December 1928 

A1 to A1241B1 1910 - December 1928 

R1toR124181 Reprinted card 
1900 - December 1928 

Within the range 1 to 124181, there 
is no clear division of dates. However, 
our research has revealed these 
major date breakdowns: 

Card Number Date 

28000 

55000 

80000 

103000 

124181 

1910 

1915 

1920 

1925 

December 1928 

One exception to this consecutive 
system is a series of cards printed for 
a Cuban publisher named Carlos 
jordi. These cards carry no indication 
that they were printed by Curt Teich. 
They are numbered in an alpha and 
numeric series beginning with the 
characters RA. Illustration B shows 
the back of one of these cards 

printed in 1916. Most of the cards in 
this series date from 1914 through 
1916. Unfortunately for anyone 
trying to date Teich cards, there are 
many series like the Cuban cards that 
have their own numbering system. 

In 1929, the Teich Company 
abandoned the consecutive system 
and instituted an alpha/numeric 
production code. This code gives the 
date, accurate to the year and the 
printing process used. For example, 
a card with the production number 
3AH-107 was printed in the year 
1933. In this code, the A refers to the 
decade 1930, the 3 refers to the third 
year of that decade, and the 107 
refers to that card being the 107th 
card printed in the year 1933. The H 
refers to the printing method called 
"Art Colortone" by the Teich 
Company. Using this basic code it is 
easy to arrive at the date of any Teich 
card printed after 1929. The date 
breakdown is a follows: 

Code Date 

1-29 1929 

*0A-1 to 9A-0 1930-39 

0B-1 to 9B-0 1940-49 

0C-1 to 9C-0 1950-59 

0D-1 to 9D-0 1960-69 

0E-1 to 4E-0 1970-74 

*NOTE: The code beginning with a 
number or series of numbers before 
the A refers to the decade 1930. The 
code beginning with an A, not 
preceded by a number or series of 
numbers refers to the period 1910 
to 1928. 

Illustration C shows a card with the 
production code in the stamp box. 
This code reveals that this card was 
printed in 1953. The K refers to the 
printing process called "Curteich- 
color", which is a chrome postcard 
printing process. 

In addition to the production 
code, or datable numbering system, 
many postcards have a series number 
printed on them. These numbers 
have nothing to do with the date of 
the item, it simply identifies the card 
as part of a larger group of cards that 
were printed as a series. 

The post-1929 alpha/numeric 
code is extremely reliable as a 
dating device. The pre-1929 
consecutive code is reliable to a 
point, but there are many lapses and 
exceptions. It should be used as a 
general dating guideline. One 
notable additional numbering system 

is the code beginning with the 
character D, followed by a series of 
numbers. This code, begun in 1928, 
refers to advertising postcards, 
blotters, pamphlets, and other 
out-sized material. 

As the research continues on the 
collection, additional information 
will become available about the 
dating of Curt Teich cards. The 
collection houses the original 
geographic indexes, which list all 
of the cards published by the 
Teich Company. Along with other 
information, these indexes usually 
give the date of printing of any 
Curt Teich material. The research 
staff is always glad to assist with 
the dating of Teich images and with 
any other research topic related to 
the collection. □ 

A 

tP Post 
nuuii 

qutuTt sinus 

Card 

A. Curt Teich postcard ca. 1910. 
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B. Curt Teich postcard, ca. 1915. 
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C. Curt Teich postcard. 1953. 



£. Advertising brochure for the Croydon Hotel, Chicago, Illinois. 
Curt Teich. ca. 1933. 

F. Advertising brochure for the Croydon Hotel, Chicago, Illinois. 
Curt Teich. ca. 1933. 



Ralph Teich Remembers 
Collecting postcards was a widespread 

almost fanatical craze at the turn of the 
century. In 1905 alone, one estimate 
suggests that 7 billion postcards were sent 
worldwide; a figure that doesn't include 
the cards purchased not to be mailed, 
but to be stuck in an album. This sort of 
demand created a new industry—that of 
printing postcards. 

From time to time, the Postcard Journal 

will publish a column written by Ralph 
Teich. Ralph is the youngest son of Curt 
Teichj the founder of the Curt Teich 
Company of Chicago. This column will 
feature information and stories about the 
Teich Company that may provide insight 
into the postcard printing industry. 

by Ralph Teich 

In this article I will try to explain 
how Mr. Foulk's innovative pricing 
scheme made Curt Teich and 
Company “number one.” 

When the idea of printing views of 
local points of interest on postcards 
caught on like wildfire, most printers 
could - and many did - produce this 
type of postcard. Mr. Foulk, a Teich 
Company employee, pointed out to 
Dad that he had an edge over his 
competitors because he had new 
equipment, no debts, and money in 
the treasury. However, if anyone 

came up with a new method, Dad 
could be in trouble. 

At that time the Company had 
been in business about twelve years. 
Mr. Foulk went back and figured the 
average number of reprints per card. 
Although one view may only have 
been printed once, another card 
might have been reprinted fifty 
times. The average for a local view 
card was eight printings. The average 
for an advertising card was one and 
one half printings. 

Mr. Foulk's idea was to invest the 
treasury and profits in new plate 
work, then charge the customer only 
a percentage of our new work cost. 
The first run of a new view was at a 
large loss, which we recovered on 
the reprints. On the average number 
of reprints we not only recovered all 
costs but made a fair profit. 

By the late 1930s, the Teich 
Company had well over $10 million 
of our own money invested in 
platework that we were recovering 
on reprints. 

As Dad's sales boomed, we broke 
into foreign markets. Dad opened a 
plant in Berlin, Germany and in St. 
Louis, Missouri. He most likely would 
have continued opening new plants 

throughout the world except for two 
important developments: the 
outbreak of World War I, which 
made obtaining paper and other 
materials for the Berlin plant almost 
impossible (besides, who in England 
or France would have wanted to buy 
cards made in Germany, regardless 
of price?) and the introduction of 
printing from copper plates, which 
permitted much larger forms. 

In fact. Mother and Dad were in 
Europe winding up the Berlin 
operation when the United States 
entered World War I. During the 
war, Curt Teich and Company did 
100% war work by printing training 
materials. By the end of World War I, 
we had forty-five competitors 
printing postcards much like Teich 
cards. Many rapidly got out of the 
business when the Teich company 
started printing cards again. In 1919, 
we were still printing mostly black 
and white cards. By this time we 
were also producing “blue sky” 
cards—black and white cards with a 
second color blue printed in the 
sky. The name “blue sky” was coined 
but not patented by Curt Teich 
and Company. □ 

JOIN US — 
The Curt Teich Postcard Collection needs your 

support to maintain quality preservation of its 
collections and to find new ways of making its 
resources available. 

The project is funded for the first five years of its 
existence. Two of those years have gone by. Vour 
membership or donation to the Curt Teich Collection 
will help provide professional staff to care for the 
archives, will aid in the ongoing effort to preserve the 
artifacts through environmental monitoring, 
conservation procedures and materials, and will help 
support methods of bringing this unique material to 
the public through exhibits, publications, and research 
services. 

The Curt Teich Postcard Collection at the Lake 
County Museum is a valuable resource of historically 
significant photographs: images that tell the history of 
20th century America. 

Please enroll me as a member of the Curt Teich 
Postcard Collection in the category below: 

Annual memberships: 

Student $ 10.00 
Individual $ 15.00 
Family/Group $ 20.00 
Institutional Nonprofit $ 20.00 
Contributing $ 35.00 
Sustaining $150.00 
Life (One-time payment) $500.00 

Benefits of membership include free admission to 
the museum and the Curt Teich Collection, a 
subscription to the Postcard Journal, 10% discount in 
the museum store, and a 20% discount on Teich 
Collection research services. 



GENERAL INFORMATION 
The Lake County Museum is a publicly owned institution 
devoted to collecting, preserving, and interpreting the 
history and geography of Lake County, Illinois from its 
earliest known inhabitants to the present. The Curt Teich 
Postcard Collection is a grant-funded special section of the 
Lake County Museum devoted to collecting, preserving, 
and interpreting postcard views and photographs of 
subjects related to Lake County, Illinois, and the United 
States in the 20th century. 

The Lake County Museum is a department of the Lake 
County Forest Preserve District. 

Location About 40 miles northwest of Chicago in the 

Lakewood Forest Preserve, Route 176 and Fairfield 

Road, Wauconda, Illinois 60084 
(312) 526-7878 Museum 

(312) 526-8638 Curt Teich Collection 

Exhibition 

Gallery 

Research 

Library 

Admission 

School Tours 

Open daily 1:00 p.m. to 4:30 p.m. 

Monday-Friday by appointment only 

50c for adults, 25c for students and senior citizens. 

Monday is a free day for all visitors. 

The museum has an active education program. For 
information about scheduling and cost, call the 

museum office at 526-7878. 

Membership Memberships are available through the 
Lake County Museum Association. 

Curt Teich Office hours 8:30-4:30 Monday-Friday 
Collection Visits to the collection by appointment only. 

The Curt Teich Postcard Collection offers 
separate membership. 

Benefits include free admission to the museum and the 
Teich Collection, a subscription to the Postcard journal, 
discounts in the museum store and on Teich Collection 
research services. Teich Collection individual 
membership: $15.00 family membership: $20.00. Please 
call the Teich Collection offices for information about 
additional membership levels. 

PCSl CAIRO 
JOURNAL 
Lakewood Forest Preserve 
Route 176 and Fairfield Road 
Wauconda, Illinois 60084 
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Advertising card for TullyJs Men's 
Store, Omaha, Nebraska, Curt Teich 
Postcard, 1930. 


